AN AGE OF EXTREMES

A Bookkeeper
Named Rockefeller

)

In 1858, a small-time prospector named Edwin
Drake sank a hole 70 feet into the ground near
Titusville, Pennsylvania. Black slime soon filled
the hole. That slime was oil. When the news
got out, people raced for the hills and gullies
8 of western Pennsylvania. Before long that state
¥ -was a wild and hurly-burly place—something
like California in the gold rush a decade earli-
er. Trees came down and derricks went up. Oil
wells caught fire and black, smelly fumes filled
the air. Railroads pushed in, towns sprouted
like dandelions—
and disa\Ppeared
just as fast.  Pit-
hole, Pennsylvania
(which was well
named), had a hotel.
that cost $65,000.
When the prospec-
tors left, the hotel

“Mad about money,” a
friend of Rockefeller
said of him, “though sold for $50.

sane in everything else.” One day a quiet,

unflappable young *
bookkeeper was sent to this disorganized area to see what was going
on. “Is the oil business worth investing in?” His employers had sent
him to find out. “No,” he told them, and then went on to invest in it
himself and to become one of the most successful businessmen the
world has ever known. His name was John Davison Rockefeller.
Rockefeller’s Scottish Baptist mother had raised him to be orderly,

As early as 1865, the year this
“photograph was taken of
Pioneer Run in Pennsylvania’s
Oil Creek district, the U.S.
exported 30 million gallons
of crude oll and oil products.
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Rockefeller’s crushing of com-
petition made Standard Oil—
with its tentacles in every kind
of business—the most hated
company in America. Rocke-
feller bought oil direct from the
wells; made his own barrels;
and built his own wagons, like
his kerosene van (kerosene
vas the most important oil
yoduct before gasoline).

8 hardworking, and exact. Once, he
i .and his brothers went skating on a
frozen river. They were not sup-
posed to do that, but they saved the

ice. When their mother heard what
they had done, she praised them
for their courage and then whipped
them for their disobedience.

The boys were encouraged to
' Work. John raised turkeys and saved
$50:-When a neighbor asked to bor-

charged $3.50 interest. It was a les-
son he never for%ot: money could
be made to earn money. That is what capitalism is all-about. Some say
John D. Rockefeller was the greatest capitalist who ever lived. Others
say he almost destroyed capitalism for everyone else in America.
One thing is certain. He soon brought order to that disorderly oil
business. But not by being a prospector. He could see that the
money to be made was in oil refining. In 1-863—l}e was 24—he andia
partner bought a small refinery. With his efficient methods, it quick-
ly grew large. Rockefeller began buying his competitors. ~
It you have oil to sell, there are two costs that are important: the
cost of the oil and the cost of trans-
portation (you need to get the oil to
buyers). Because there were com-
peting railroads, and because he had
quite a bit of oil to ship, Rockefeller
made the railroads give him special
prices to ship his oil. Actually, what
he did was to pay the full price like
everyone else. Then he got the rail-
roads to give him back half of what
he had paid. He did that secretly. It
was called a “rebate,” or “kickback,”
and it wasn’t fair. It meant he could
charge less for oil than his competi-
tors did. Soon he put most of them
out of business. Within 10 years he
controlled the nation’s oil industry.
The oil business was very lucra-

life of a boy who fell through the

- row the $50 he lent the money—and —
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For a while, it seeméd as if a man like Rockefeller, who con-
trolled a whole industry, had the government in his pocket.
This cartoon’s title was “What a Funny Little Government!”

tive, which means there were big profits to be made.
Rockefeller’s company; Standard Oil, became spectac-
ularly rich. What seems amazing to us today is that all
of this happened before the internal combustion engine.
The internal Cog_nf)ustion engine powers automobiles
and the other machines that made oil so important in
the 20th century. The oil that brought hundreds of mil-
lions of dollars to Rockefeller was used mostly to light
kerosene lamps (in those days before electric light).

The more you read about John D. Rockefeller, or
history in geperal, the more you will see how hard
it is to make judgments—good and bad have a way
of getting mixed together. You can decide for your
self what to think of him.

In the 19th century, many people thought Rocke-
feller was one of the great villains of all time. His
bookkeeper’s mind seemed interested only in
money and profits, not in people. When ffe put oth-
ers out of business it didn’t bother him at all;.as
long as it made profits for Standard Oil. That con-
pany was called “the greatest, wisest and meanest
monopoly known to history.” Rockefeller soon had
vast interests in many businesses, not just oil, and
the less he paid his workers the more efficient the

ca led Splndletop, near Beaumont
Early in the morning of January
10, 1901, they heard a roaring
sound. The drill pipe lifted
straight out of the earih, like a
i rocket. Then came the oil, surg-
ing up 160 feet high. i ..on 10
“days just to get the siuff
ﬁunder conirol. The oll men
i_{,_were soon filling as many as
£7100,000 barrels a day at
i Spindletop. The Texas oil
i boorn had beguri.
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busineﬁsl.es seemed. When some miners tried to form
unions, he shut the mines and actually let workers starve
rather than pe& fair wages. His strikebreaking troops shot
and killed workers and their families in mining towns in
Colorado. Rockefeller claimed -he didn’t know what was
going on==but he did. After.the turn of the century, laws
were paé%ed that helped prevent unfair business practices,
but, until that happened, tycoons like Rockefeller some-
times behaved as if they were kings. John D. Rockefeller
had a quiet, dignified manner, but his company acted like a
big, tough bully—bgating up anyone who tried to fight it.
But, as I said, maki\hg\\judgments is difficult. Because it
was so well organized and managed, Standard Oil helped
make American business grow into world leadership.
And it made life better for most people by bringing prod-

This Chicago Tribune car-
toon reacted favorably to
all the money that Rocke-
feller gave away—not sur-
prisingly, since one of the
institutions he founded was
the University of Chicago.
But some people thought it
wrong to accept money that
they felt had been gained
by hurting other business-
es and workers.
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ucts to the market at a low price. -

There were two sides to Rockefeller,-and they were both right be-
side his bed. That was where he kept his safe—filled with money. But
on top of the safe was his Bible. The Bible, and his mother’s teachings,
made him generous. He gave away vast sums of money to help oth-
ers. He didn’t have to do that. Many of the business barons of his'day
kept all they earned for themselves. Rockefeller’and Carnegie were dif-
ferent. Each took the intelligence and efficiency

that had made him rich and used it to distrib-
ute enormous sums of money. Rockefeller
lived until 1937; he was 98 when he died.
For the last 40 years of his life he
spent much of his time giving away
his money. While Carnegie gave
away 90 percent of his fortune,
Rockefeller, always orderly and
precise, gave away exactly half of
his. Still, it was an immense half
(half a billion dollars), and it cre-
ated the University of Chicago, the
Rockefeller Institute for Medical
Research, and a foundation just to
give money to worthwhile causes.

“Praise John from whom oil blessings
flow, praise him oil creatures here
beiow.” A joky design for a memorial by
the University of Chicago to its founder.
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